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CHAPTER I I
THELMA (SCHWIEN) DUMLER

ONE-ROOM SCHOOL TEACHER

THE ROLE OF THE TEACHER .

Thelma(Schwien)Dumler ' s car eer as a professional
educator began in the fall o f 1940.

Thelma had dreamed of

becoming a teacher while st i ll a young girl.

During her

early formal education at the Roosevelt school located in
District #34 , of Russell County, Kansas , she observed her
first teache r instructing and wor king with the children.
After observing the teacher she said to herself , " I want to
do that someday . "

Thelma cont i nued her education at this

institution until the eighth grade.

At the end of her

eighth-grade year she passed the county eighth- grade
examination making her eligible to attend high school in the
city of Russell.
The Roosevelt school was not only the site for
educating Thelma , it was also where her parents and her
brothers and sisters received their education.

It was not

unusual for numerous generations of farm famil i es to attend
the same school .

Shortly after completing the eighth-grade

examination, Thelma received t he news that she would be
granted the opportunity to further her education and come
one step closer to fulfilling her dream of becoming a
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teacher .

This opportunity made Thelma Schwien the first and

only person in her family to receive a diploma from Russell
High School .

Her brothers saw no reason to attend high

school , because their futures were in farming.

Her sisters,

as with most women in the area, saw no need for higher
education because their roles as woman did not require it.
Other reasons why her family as well as many other
rural families did not further their education was that the
distance from their country homes to the city was too great
for most to travel.

The expense, lack of good roads, and

the absence of buses hindered higher education .

Thelma felt

that the inability of rural students to further their
education stifled the potential of many rural student's
futures .

She said that most of them could have contributed

more to society, but instead they were trapped into farming
without the knowledge and skill required to seek other
career paths.

Due to the lack of transportation during

this time, relat ives who lived in cities gave rural students
room and board during the school term. Fortunately for
Thelma, she had relatives who were willing to accommodate
her

during the week.

Her uncle, John Bender, took her int o

his home in exchange for performing certain jobs around the
house .
While attending high school she was exposed to an
expanded curriculum which was not available to her at the
Roosevelt School .

The facilities were far superior to her

7

previous school with running water, indoor toilets, and
electricity.

The medley of teachers and the different

techniques they used for educating broadened her perception
of teaching styles and strategies.

She received a well-

rounded education while attending high school , giving her
the skills necessary to succeed at college.

Upon the

completion of high school in Russell, Thelma, sought to
continue her dream of teaching.

Fort Hays State University

was the site of her college education.
Hays was to be no easy task.

Her attending Fort

The distance from her home

again created a problem in addition to the price of a
college education for a farm family.

Thelma's parents were

supportive of her aspirations and agreed to make sacrifices
in order for her to further her education.
It was decided that she would have to live in Hays
during the week and return home on the weekends.

This

required her father, Sigmund Schwien, to drive Thelma in his
1939 Dodge to Hays on Sunday afternoons with a return trip
back home on Fridays.

On the weekends she would visit and

help her family on the farm near Milberger.

In order to

decrease the cost of her education she would pack enough
food and clothing to last her for the entire week .

This

prevented her from having to shop in Hays and occur any
additional costs.
Thelma stayed at a boarding house owned by an old widow
named Mrs. Reidel. She, along with three other college
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girls, shared the upstairs of the old house on West 12th
Street.

They shared the household tasks such as cooking in

the basement and cleaning their rooms, rarely seeing Mrs.
Reidel.

Thelma lived in this arrangement for the fall and

spring terms of the 1939 school year.
Thelma's college instruction during this period
consisted of methods and strategies for teaching the various
school subjects which prepared her for her first teaching
job.

There were no basic skills taught in college due to

the assumption that they had been mastered in high school.
After completing the spring term of college, she made plans
to attend summer school at Fort Hays.

Prior to starting

this final session of instruction, Thelma was able to move
onto the campus living in the all-girl dormitory.

In this

final block of her education program, she practiced
insrtucting along with her peers, while receiving guidance
from her professors.

This insrtuction did not provide the

students the opportunity to practice teaching in an actual
classroom setting, but it was the best preperation available
at the time.
The end of the summer session marked the completion of
Thelma's one-year teaching program.

She wa s issued a

teaching certificate which allowed her to teach at the
elementary level, only.

This certificate was good for three

years and was renewed by attending summer school to keep her
updated in the teaching profession .
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TEACHI NG IN THE COUNTRY.

Thelma Schwien's teaching career began in the fall of
1940.

She applied to the Empire District #30 school and was

hired after a short interview with the school board.

Upon

being employed, she began her first teaching assignment at
the Empire school which was located in School District #30
section 14 of Winterset Township in Russell County, Kansas .
Her first salary was the sum of $60-per-month.

She had the

good fortune of obtaining a job three miles from her
family's home .

This saved her a substantial amount of money

due to the fact that her only expense was traveling to and
from school .
Thelma ' s opportunity of living at home and teaching
locally was a help to her family, since World War II had
begun and gas and other commodities were being rationed.
Because Thelma was a teacher, she received privileges from
the government in the form of extra gas stamps on her ration
card in addition to the authorization to purchase a new
vehicle.

Only professionals such as teachers and doctors

were afforded this privilege.
Thelma set out every morning at 7 : 00 a.m. for school in
her father's 1939 Dodge .

The country roads were poorly

maintained and had deep ruts in them.

She could remember

the numerous times her father would have to fix the muffler
on the car due to bottoming-out on the ruts.

Upon reaching

the Empire school she would assume her contracted duties of
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preparing the school for a day of instruction.

The tasks

were routine, but were necessary in order to make the school
tolerable for learning.

The school required a good deal of

preparation prior to the students arriving, due to the lack
of modern facilities.
First on the schedule was heating the school during
the cold months.

During her first two years at the school

she used a coal-burning stove to take · the chill out of the
room.

At the start of the 1942 school term it was replaced

by a more modern and efficient oil-burning stove which
required less maintenance and produced more heat.

While the

school was warming, Thelma pumped water from an outside
cistern for the purpose of drinking.

The bucket of water

and a tin cup were placed at the rear of the room to be used
by everyone in the school.

The outhouses had to be checked

every morning for necessities and cleanliness.
After the morning preparations were completed, it was
time to make the room ready for the daily lessons.

She

would write the assignments on the slate chalkboard at the
front of the room and ensure all materials were in place
when school commenced.

Thelma was not only the teacher she

was also the janitor, playground supervisor, and nurse while
employed at the Empire School.
Thelma Schwien's second teaching position was located
at the Milberger School in District #41 of Russell County,
Kansas.

This new job was located two miles from her home.
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The reason for leaving the Empire school was pay.

At the

Milberger School she received a $20-per-month increase in
pay the first year with an additional $30-per- month increase
her second year.

The contracted duties in the Milberger

School were similar to those of the Empire School.

RULES OF CONDUCT .

Thelma viewed the role of a teacher as one of high
morals and respect.

She thought of herself as a role-model

for the students, as well as, the community.

It was

imperative that her dress , language, and social interactions
be proper.

She did not recall ever discussing or seeing

rules of conduc t for a teacher in her district .

Her rules

of conduct wer e learned in her childhood home and carriedover into her adult life .

Thelma was never questioned about

any issues pertaining to her personal character .
She remained single during her teaching career, but did
reserve Sunday afternoons for being courted by her future
husband, Solomon Dumler.

She stated that Sundays had to be

the day for courting, because there was to much work to do
the remainder of the week.

Ma rriage did not exclude a

teacher from instructing during this period in history.

She

knew of numerous women teachers in the area who were
married.
When Thelma Schwien married in 1945, she retired from
teaching.

Afte r her retirement she was offered numerous
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teaching positions throughout the local area.

The lifestyle

of the school teacher was low-keyed, but was not
unendurable.

THE COUNTRY STUDENTS.

The students who attended the Milberger and Empire
schools were farm children with a Volga-German heritage.
These children ' s anscestors came to this country in the
1870s from the Volga River region of Russia.

They remained

together on their voyage to the United States settling on
farmsteads in Southern Russell County.

These people did not

marry outside of their small Lutheran community nor did they
associate with strangers .
Change came slow in these small communities with the
people finding difficulty accepting new ways and refusing to
relinquish their native traditions and language.

As a

result of this , most of the children from this area entered
school speaking only German.

They not only had to learn the

set curriculum they also had to master

English.

Thelma

recalled how these students would cry with the frustration
of not knowing how to speak or understand English.

These

students successfully overcame this language barrier and
were eventually successful in school.
Due to the fact that German was widely spoken in this
area and the United States was at war with Germany, Thelma
was faced with the situation of ensuring her students spoke
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only English in school.

There were a few families north of

Milberger who were not of German heritage.

They took it

upon themselves to be the "watchdogs" for the community,
ensuring that German was not used in school.

This was

evident when the county superintendent made a surprise
visit.

He was following up on a complaint he had received

from one of these northern neighbors .

The complainant

claimed German was being spoken in school .

After careful

reflection, Thelma remembered that two words of German that
were found in a story the children were reading.
Thelma said that German or any other language which
connects a person to their background was important for
their heritage , but English remained the language for public
and business life and she complied with this belief
throughout her teaching career.

She also expressed that the

students today should learn proper English, especially those
students from foreign countries.

She conveyed a

disagreement with a few districts in the state who have
begun catering to those none-English speaking students who
are not willing to accept English as the first language of
this country.

Thelma stated that it is the patriotic duty

of each person to learn the ways of thier country and that
the country should not cator to any one person or people.
Besides having to learn English for school her students
displayed extra patriotism through their donations to the
war effort.

The students would collect metal for the scrap

14

iron pile which was to be melted down and used to produce
military equipment.

Students attempted to salvage anything

possible, because goods were rationed and they felt it was
the partiotic duty of every citizen to save for the war
effort.
Economically these students had the same status, which
Thelma stated as a positive attribute.

She said that the

students did not have added distractions about who had the
best clothing or best "anything" .
a factor at all.

In fact clothes were not

The majority of the children wore

overalls--including the girls who only occasionally would
wear dresses.

The school supplies that the students

purchased for class were limited to Big Chief Tablets,
pencils, crayons, and paints.
Discipline for these students was an issue which
required little attention.

Thelma could only remember a few

s i tuations in which a child warranted any type of treatment
out-of-the-ordinary.

The consequences for inappropriate

behavior were writing on the chalkboard or sitting in the
corner.

Usually it was a talkative student who required a

behavioral adjustment.

Corporal punishment in Thelma's

school was unheard of, nor needed.
The students had the simple rules of staying in their
seats, raising their hands to speak (unless the teacher
allowed the entire class to speak), and respecting each
other.

It was not difficult to instill this conduct,
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because of the parental support from the children's homes.
The parents of these children had strong religeous and moral
values .

They accepted responsibility for their children ' s

conduct and actions at school and in the community.

They

also looked after each other ' s children believing that
raising the children was a community effort .
Thelma conveyed that this community effort is lacking
today in our schools and communities .

She expanded upon

this by expressing that the majority of the success in her
teaching career was due to parental involvement in her
student ' s lives .

Parents ensured homework was completed,

guaranteed their children were fed and clean, and helped
when the school needed anything.

Thelma also mentioned the

fact that all of the students were related to her, in some
fashion.

They understood that they were all part of the

same family and " shenanigans " would not be tolerated.

The

school was literally an extended family .

THE SCHOOL DAY ANO CURRICULUM.

Minutes before the school day began the students could
be seen racing to the building with hopes of arriving first
and being chosen to ring the school bell, which signified
the start of the school day.

Once the bell had been rung

the students would file into the storage room at the
entrance of their school house to hang their coats and leave
their lunches.
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The formal school day began at 9:00 a.m. with the
raising of the United States flag at the front of the
school.

Thelma would then have the student recite the

Pledge of Allegiance and followed it with the singing of a
patriotic hymn and reading of a Bible scripture .
After the routine morning business was completed, the
formal block of instruction began .

Each grade-l evel had

their own textbook for reading, writing, English, math,
science, and history.

Thelma could only remember the name

of two of the books used.

Bobbs-Merrill Readers was one of

the books with the other being the McGuffey ' s Readers .

All

of the books in her school except for the McGuffey's Readers
were published and issued by the State of Kansas.

The

textbooks were used by the students in all the grades,
except first-graders who had just entered school and could
not speak the English language.

Their education consisted

primarily of learning the English language by learning to
visually identify, sound out , and write the alphabet.

Word

pronounciation and identification were practiced through
using flash cards and modeling by Thelma.

These young

children were also required to practice their phonetic
sounds and learn to count.

When a first -grader could count

to one hundred they would be awarded a candy bar .
While the youngest of the students were learning
language and counting, the older students were practicing
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their language through reading.

Thelma would have each

grade-level move to t he front of the room during their
instruction time, so they would not distract the other
students.

The older students read orally, so she could

check their word calling and fluency of reading.

When the

students read silently, a lesson would follow with quest i ons
for the intention of evaluating what they had comprehended.
Questions for the reading selections were presented in a
variety of ways.

Thelma would use three strategies for

accomplishing this task .
in a class discussion .

The first way was asking questions
Another example was to write simple

questions on the chalkboard for the students to answer .

The

final method was to have the students write answers to
questions in a paragraph form.
Handwriting had high regard during this period .

If

students had poor penmanship they would be unable to convey
their messages on paper.

Handwriting was practiced through

the repetative writing of letters , words, and sentences.
The rules Thelma taught for writing were keeping the letter
on the base line,

and making the letters with the proper

slant, size , and shape .
During the English period the emphasis was placed on
knowing and applying the Eight Parts of Speech .

The

sentences and paragraphs the students wrote were often
diagramed with t he educational goal of properly identifying
and using the parts of speech .
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Spelling played an important role in the curriculum
with each grade-level receiving a list of spelling words for
the week .

The methods used for learning spelling were flash

cards and repetative writing of the words.

Reciting of

spelling vocabulary was yet another method used for
improving spelling.

The anticipation of a class spelling

" bee" enhanced the students enthusiasm towards correctly
learning their spelling lessons.

Thelma told how the

students enjoyed the competition of the "bee".
The mathematical portion of the curriculum developed
the students knowledge of math facts and the operations used
in solving math equations .

Thelma had the students use

flash cards as a technique for practicing their math facts
and improving their computation speed.

Having the students

do math at the chalkboard served as a good way for her to
easily identify the students comprehension of the math
concepts being taught.

The math textbook was used to give

examples of the various math concepts in addition to giving
practical exercises .
Science and history were not highly emphasized in the
curriculum, but they were taught in both of Thelma ' s
schools.

Kansas and World History expanded the student's

knowledge of the world.

Maps and the World Globe were used

as teaching aids for these subjects.

The students

identified various geographical location in addition to
learning about their histories.

The science portion of the
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curriculum was limited, because of the facilities and budget
of the school.

Most of the work in science was confined to

exercises from the textbook.

Growing and observing a bean

seed in a cup was the only experiment conducted during the
year.
The curriculum adopted by both schools was simple and
geared towards the 3Rs.

The primary reasons for limits on

the curriculum were facilities and funding.

The facilities

had one modern-day convienence which was a telephone .
Electricity was not available until the 1950s and rural
water was not introduced into the area until the 1960s .

The

absence of these moderni zations hindered the expansion of
the curriculum .
The size of the one-room school limited the amount of
equipment which could be stored for any type of extra
programs.

They would have required additional funding which

the people in these districts could not afford.

The money

available was used for the teacher 's salary and the
maintenance of the school.
Teachers like Thelma Schwien, who were hired to teach
in the one-room schools had one year of teacher training.
This enabled them to educate students only at the elementary
level.

She was not specialized in any one area, therefore;

this limited the depth of the subjects in the curriculum.
Thelma did mention that there were districts which had
upgraded their school houses to multi-room brick schools
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with numerous teachers and expan ded curriculums .

She said

this was made possible with their new found wealth from the
Russell County Oil Boom of the 1940s .

These fortunate

schools were able to give their students an expanded
education due to their enlarged curriculum and lower teacher
to student ratios.
Throughout the day the students were allowed breaks
from their studies .

They received one 15-minute recess in

both the morning and afternoon.

During these recesses the

children involved themselves with a variety of games.
Baseball was the game of choice for most students.
also played " Pump, Pump, Pull Away" and jump rope.

They
This was

the usual recess routine until 1942 when the first piece of
playground equipment was purchased for the schools .

A

merry-go-round was purchased for the childrens exercise and
enjoyment .

According to Thelma, the merry-go-round was a

novelty for about two weeks.

It was not long before the

students discovered that the circular motion made them dizzy
and sick!

Eventually all the students quit riding it .

Thelma felt that the money used on this piece of equipment
would have been better spent on something else for the
school .
The other break during the day was at the noontime
meal.

The students brought their lunches from home in old

syrup buckets with a few students having store-boughten
lunch boxes.

They would eat together--visiting amongst
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themselves--observing what they each had to eat and
sometimes sharing what they had brought.

Their lunches

usually consisted of syrup or fruit preserves between bread .
Once in a while a student might bring some type of cooked
meat or canned soup which they could heat on the school ' s
stove.
hour.

This relaxing lunch period lasted approximately one
Upon the completion of the noon meal the students

would exercise for part of the period and then rest.

This

prepared them for the afternoon lessons.
Upon the completion of the daily subject matter the
cleanup of the school began.

All the students helped in

applying compound on the floor and sweeping.

Other tasks

the students volunteered to complete were wiping the
chalkboards , cleaning the erasers, emptying and cleaning of
the water bucket and cup, and the lowering of the flag. The
older boys would fill the stoves with coal or oil during the
cold months.

Thelma believed that the cleaning of the

school by the students instilled school pride and a sense of
ownership.

THE TEACHING ENVIRONMENT.

Thelma(Schwien)Durnler taught in two schools during her
teaching career.

The first of the one-room schools was the

Empire school in District #30 located on the Northewest
corner of the Northwest quarter section-14-township-15range-14 of Russell County, Kansas.

The school house was a
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one-room, beige-colored framed building with a wood shingled
roof and a native limestone foundation .

It was erected in

1891 with the original name being the Winterset School.
This name changed to the Empire school in 1912 and stayed
the same until the school ' s closure in 1947.
The school ground looked like an overgrazed pasture .
It bordered fields of cattle feed and hard red winter wheat .
At the front of the school was the customary flag pole for
the flying the forty-eight starred United States flag.

A

cistern for drinking water and a hitching post for the
horses (that the children or visitors would ride to school)
adorned the front of the school.

The entrance of the

schoolhouse had a scraper for cleaning shoes.

The single

piece of playground equipment on the premises was a merrygo-round, but it was rarely used.

Located at the rear of

the school were the outhouses for both the boys and girls.
The second school Thelma Schwien taught at was the
District #41 Milberger School.

It was located north of

Milberger, Kansas on section-29-township-15-range-14 of
Russell County, Kansas.

It was erected in 1916, replacing a

school named the Mount Strecker School.

This structure had

the same basic construction as the Empire School, except the
outside of the building was covered with tin.

This building

also had a flagpole, hitching post, and merry-go-round as
did the Empire School.

The water source at the school was a

drilled well, which made the water considerably better than
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that of the Empire School.

Neither of these schools had

running water or electricity.
The inside of both schools were basically the same.
There was a small storage room at the entrance of the school
where the students hung their coats and left their lunches
during the day.

When it became colder the students would

bring their lunches inside the room in order to keep them
from freezing.

Any supplies the school might of had were

kept in this storage room .

The main classroom area had

white-washed walls, wooden floors, and slate chalkboards .
When Thelma first came to these schools there were rows
of desk which were bolted to the floor.

Moveable desk

replaced these bolted down desk during the 1942 school year .
According to Thelma this made doing group activities easier
and during cold weather the students could move closer to
the stove for warmth.
of the room.

The stoves were located at the rear

They burned coal from a local strip pit

located along the Smokey Hill River.

These coal burners

were replaced in 1942 with new oil-burning stoves.

They put

out more heat than the old stoves and were cheaper and
easier to maintain.
The lighting in the room came from gas- burning lamps.
These were especially important on overcast days when
lighting in the school was poor .

The drinking water bucket

and cup sat on a bench at the rear of the room.

Towards the
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front of the room was a raised stage area.

Thelma's desk

sat on this stage along beside a podium with a giant edition
of the Webster ' s Dictionary.

A small library filled the

front left corner of the room.

It ' s inventory was limited

to a set of encyclopedias along with a series of books
containing Bible stories.
In addition to the chalkboard at the front of the room,
there were the pictures of President Washington and Lincoln.
A worl d globe sat upon a stand at the right-front of the
room along with a series of roll-up maps which hung behind
Thelma ' s desk.

The inside of the rooms were well utilized

and required dail y cleaning .

Thelma was respon sible for the

cleaning of the inside of the buildings, b u t the district
took care of the school grounds and the outside maintenance.

THE SCHOOL TERM .

The school term during Thelma's teaching career
revolved around an agricultural economy .

School convened in

September , shortly after Labor Day with the majority of the
wheat being p l anted and the cutting of t he livestock feed
completed.

The term lasted until April when it was time to

prepare for the summer harvest.

The school year was eight-

months long and throughout the year the observance of
numerous holidays occurred .
The Halloween holiday was celebrated with a party and
the students wearing a variety of costumes .

Some parents
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came to this party and joined in on the fun games.

School

was dismissed for a few days during the Thanksgiving
hol iday.

This allowed the students and their parents needed

time for travel in order to be with families .
The Christmas holiday was the "most" celebrated holiday
of t he year.

A special program was performed for the

parents on the evening before a two-week Christmas vacation.
This program consisted of reciting, acting, and singing by
the students .

At the conclusion of the program, Santa Claus

would arrive with a sack of candy and fruit for each child.
Christmas was followed on the yearly schedule of holidays,
by Valentine's Day.

The exchanging of cards was a special

event for the children .

Easter was the final holiday in

which school adjourned for it ' s observance.
Other events that the school scheduled were box suppers
which raised money for the district.

The girls would

decorate shoe boxes and place an orange and a sandwich in
them .

Thelma said s he was lucky to be the teacher, because

she always received the " prettiest" box.

One of the male

students would auction the boxes to the boys or the
student ' s fathers.

Those who won the bid on a box supper

would have the pleasure of eating it with the girl who made
it.
A spring program was usually scheduled during April and
followed the same format as the Christmas program.

The last
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day of school was reserved for a track meet between the area
schools .

The main events were running, jumping, or throwing

events such as so ftball . A picnic lunch was also served at
thi s gathering .
The most exciting event on the school calendar for the
eighth-grade students was their graduation exercise .

Great

emphasis was placed on this event because most the rural
students would end their education at this point .

The

formal exercises were performed at the high school in
Russell, Kansas .
calendar year.

Graduation was the las t event of the

